288                      STALIN'S LADDER
prison department in the Crimean republic when I
asked for permission to visit the "Isolation Prison"
at Simferopol, which is the prison reserved for counter-
revolutionary offenders in that part of the Soviet
Union. I was given facilities to visit the "Ispravdoma,"
or correctional institutions, in such cities as Sevastopol
and Kerch. But I was asked not to insist on visiting
political prisoners.
"With regard to ordinary criminals," the head of
the prison department in the Crimea explained, "our
policy is fixed. It is there for all future time. With
regard to political prisoners, however, the situation is
still in what is termed as an Extraordinary state/ Re-
member we are still in the midst of revolution. It is
moreover a passing situation. Today a certain group
of people may be held as dangerous to the govern-
ment. In a month or two their plans and actions may
outlive all political significance and they will be ordered
discharged and reinstated in their former positions. In
some respects the situation with regard to political
offenders borders on a family quarrel. It blazes up
fiercely, but peace may be reestablished just as un-
expectedly."
The term political prisoner has undergone a con-
siderable change under the Soviets. There are distin-
guished Russian writers, statesmen and men of affairs
who today serve indeterminate sentences in such places
as the Solovetsky Islands, near the Polar circle, or in
Narim, in far Siberia. These men are "politicals" in